Engaging students in historical thinking : implementing the Australian curriculum : History by Henderson, Deborah
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Henderson, Deborah J. (2012) Engaging students in historical thinking
: implementing the Australian curriculum : History. Primary and Middle
Years Educator, 10(1), pp. 3-11.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/51468/
c© Copyright 2012 Australian Curriculum Studies Association
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
1 
 
Engaging students in historical thinking: Implementing the Australian Curriculum: History.  
 
Deborah Henderson is an Associate Professor in the School of Cultural and Language Studies at the 
Queensland University of Technology. Her transdisciplinary research interests include: fostering 
values, cross-cultural understanding and critical inquiry in the history and social education 
curriculum; politics and policy making for Asia literacy; and teacher leadership and professional 
development. In 2009, Deborah was awarded a Teaching Citation for her contributions to student 
learning by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) and in 2010; she was awarded an 
ALTC Teaching Excellence Award. She is an Executive Member of the Australian Curriculum Studies 
Association.  
 
Introduction 
Teachers across Australia are preparing for the implementation of the Australian Curriculum: History. 
This nation-wide imperative to teach history charts new territory for many teachers in the primary and 
middle years. As the rationale makes clear, the focus of this curriculum involves a ‘world history 
approach within which the history of Australia is taught’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 1). Yet it can be argued 
that most primary and middle years teachers do not utilise discipline-specific approaches in their 
pedagogy. Instead, they have a long and rich culture of practice characterised by integrated, 
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches to teaching the social sciences. Few would claim to 
be history specialists. Rather, these teachers deal with the whole curriculum and adapt it to meet the 
particular needs of their students whilst also considering the local community context (APPA, 2007). 
Moreover, their classrooms are usually characterised by holistic and child-centred approaches.  
 
How will primary and middle years teachers negotiate the specification of particular history topics 
through a ‘world history approach’? In what ways will they foster the development of historical 
thinking and understanding with their students? How will they engage students so that their 
investigations into the past help them to understand the processes of change and continuity that have 
shaped today’s world? And in understanding how the present has been influenced by the past, will 
students develop empathy for the people who experienced that past whilst also acquiring a sense of 
their own social location, identity and heritage? In addressing these concerns, this paper explores how 
primary and middle years teachers might consider the shift to discipline-specific practices in ways that 
develop historical thinking skills with their students. What follows is structured in two sections, both 
of which refer to the design or ‘architecture’ of this first national history curriculum. The first part 
explores the potential of a ‘world history’ approach and considers why the study of Asia should be 
prioritised in this approach. The second section of the paper extrapolates some significant aspects of 
those seven components of historical understanding identified for emphasis in the new history 
curriculum. 
 
What might a world history approach involve? 
This paper commences by considering the future oriented focus and rich possibilities of the national 
curriculum agenda. In articulating the goals for schooling in Australia, the agreed policy which 
informs the Australian curriculum project, and all other national and state initiatives, the Melbourne 
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008) made clear that 
Australian students need to be prepared for the challenges of the 21st century and it emphasised the 
disciplines for their capacity to develop deep knowledge, which in turn, provides ‘the foundation for 
inter-disciplinary approaches to innovation and complex problem-solving’ (p. 13). As noted, the 
writers of the Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2012) delivered this brief by situating 
Australian history in a ‘world history’ context. One of the most powerful arguments for a situated 
approach to national history comes from the American philosopher, Martha Nussbaum. In her recent 
book on the importance of the liberal arts and the humanities at all levels of education, Nussbaum 
(2010) contemplates how the study of one’s own country can be linked to global and domestic 
concerns through the development of notions of democratic citizenship.  
Students should still spend a disproportionate amount of time on their own nation and its 
history, but they should do so as citizens of the world, meaning people who see their own 
nation as part of a complex interlocking world, in economic, political, and cultural 
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relationships with other nations and peoples. Where the nation itself is concerned, they 
should be encouraged to be curious about the different groups that compose it and their 
varied histories and differential life opportunities. An adequate education for living in a 
pluralist democracy must be multicultural, by which I mean one that acquaints students 
with some fundamentals about the histories and cultures of the many different groups 
with whom they share laws and institutions. (p. 91) 
 
I’d like to suggest that the Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2012) presents an opportunity to 
embed some rich historical and cultural learning in the classroom, for as the Australian historian Inga 
Clendinnen (2003) noted, history is like ‘a giant reservoir of human experience’ (p. 3). Clendinnen 
encapsulated the opportunities and the challenges of teaching about ‘other’ histories when she 
reflected that history is ‘most valuable when that human experience comes in cultural forms unfamiliar 
to us, because one of the most difficult things to do in the world is to get a grip on our own pre-
conceptions, assumptions, unexamined convictions’. Whilst the implementation of the Australian 
Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2012) presents many challenges, teachers should be bold in exploring 
the ways in which they can provide students with opportunities to understand the processes of change 
and continuity that have shaped both contemporary events as well as everyday lives of people in the 
past.  
 
Why should the study of Asia be emphasised in a world history approach?  
The significance of Asia for Australia’s future was emphasised by the peak body representing 
Australian scholars of Asia, the Asian Studies Association of Australia. Its 2002 report stressed that 
‘the forces of globalisation will lead Australia to interact increasingly with the countries of Asia’ 
(ASAA, 2002, p. xvi). Yet until recently, the study of Asia has been an elective for many history 
students and teachers and it could be argued that Australian students know less about Asian history 
and culture than other parts of the world. Given the challenges of negotiating cultural differences in an 
increasingly complex and interconnected world, we might assume that the study of Asia the region 
in which we are located will have a greater priority in this new history curriculum. The Melbourne 
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008) clearly intends that Asia 
will receive considerable emphasis in the Australian curriculum. It indicates that all Australians need 
to become Asia literate and proposes that education should produce citizens who are able to relate to 
and communicate across cultures. Whilst I would have preferred to see a much greater emphasis on 
Asia, there are opportunities to explore some Asian history in the new history curriculum that teachers 
should embrace. 
 
It is timely to note that Asia includes 60% of the world's population, 30% of the earth's land and 
presents the world’s major emerging markets. Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim nation, and one 
of our most important neighbours, is a significant nation in this region, as are India and China, two of 
the world’s most populous nations. It is notable that China is now Australia’s largest export market 
and the greatest sources of international tourists. The range of Asia’s belief systems, which includes 
Buddhism, Shintoism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, indicates aspects of the 
region’s diversity and its cultural complexity. And, Asia’s history is rich with the experiences of 
humankind.  
 
How has ‘Asia’ been taught in history classrooms? 
It is also timely to consider the legacy of the neglect of Asia in previous state and territory curricula 
for this has impacted on the knowledge and understanding of many primary and middle years teachers. 
Part of the reluctance to include Studies of Asia in these curricula derives from Australia’s recent 
history as an outpost of the British Empire and can be seen in the formative influences of British and 
European traditions on Australian political and cultural life. Enlightenment notions of civilisation 
suppressed or silenced the histories and cultures of non-Western peoples. As Edward Said observed in 
Orientalism (1978), European scholarship frequently constructed Asia as a representation of what it 
desired from the ‘East’. This invented, ‘Orient’, and the knowledge built upon this representation of it, 
was accepted by many Australians as accurate ‘knowledge’ about Asia. 
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At the level of the classroom, critics of such traditions argued that non-Europeans were marginalised 
and often excluded from curriculum materials, and that Australian school children developed a view of 
the world dominated by European, and more recently, North American traditions in discipline-based 
subjects. Moreover, the sort of history taught at this time was one which celebrated the past as an epic 
of heroic achievements and the might of powerful nations and Empires. Students rote-learned 
unquestioned facts and were instructed to study ‘the truth’ about the past from their history textbook. 
If Asia were included in these texts, it was often in terms of being ‘enlightened’ by benevolent 
European colonialists. This ‘double bind’, meant that students unquestioningly absorbed stereotyped 
representations of Asia and its peoples. Such stereotypes fostered racism and jingoistic fears of Asia 
such as ‘the yellow peril’.  
 
How is history taught today? 
Fortunately, much has changed. Today, history classrooms are places where students form their 
knowledge of the past through careful inquiry rather than accepting unquestioned representations. 
New source books include a range of materials and investigative activities encourage students to 
construct their knowledge of the past through diligent inquiry. Students investigate past practices, 
beliefs and values in order to probe motives, causes and consequences. Significantly, students 
encounter different points of view about events and realise that history is not a value-free enterprise. 
Much effort has been put into considering the cultural implications of teaching and learning about 
Asian history in the Australian classroom. Australian academics, whose scholarly work on Asia is 
highly regarded, have translated documents and made their research available so that a rich variety of 
materials is accessible for classroom use. Whilst some primary and middle years teachers might be 
reluctant to draw on topics and develop units about Asia, there are many resources available to assist 
them. Curriculum materials are now available which support the critical inquiry of Asian history and 
culture, so that students can engage in the process of interpretation, which is central to the study of 
history. Since 1992, the Asia Education Foundation has promoted the use of curriculum emphases 
which encourage students and teachers to challenge stereotypes, explore contemporary issues, develop 
concepts of Asia, investigate the implication of closer-Australian relationships and identify the 
contributions of the cultures of Asia to world heritage, traditions and human endeavour. Increasing 
numbers of primary, middle and secondary schools are using such materials and adopting this 
approach in the curriculum.  
 
These resources and curriculum approaches help facilitate the development of a sympathetic 
understanding of what it might be like to experience events in different cultures, times, and places. 
This engagement with others is one of the most powerful ways to develop values of tolerance and 
respect for human rights. Few would disagree that these values are core components in building a 
better world. Such knowledge, acceptance and empathy for others is also important for dealing with 
our own communities, as significant numbers of today’s Australians have migrated here in the last 
three decades from the region or can trace their family origins to Asia. As the historian John Ingleson 
(1989) put it, the study of Asia is ‘the obverse side of the coin to Australian studies…that in teaching 
about Asia…we constantly seek ways of reiterating this to our own society…’ (p. 2). And it could be 
argued that this reciprocal process of engaging with those who are different helps us to understand 
ourselves.  
 
The next part of this paper focuses on those core concepts that distinguish the study of history from the 
broader social investigative strategy of Studies of Society and Environment (SOSE) (AEC, 1994a; 
1994b). In making this distinction, I acknowledge that SOSE teachers were able to focus on some 
aspects of history in the middle and primary years through the strand of Time, Continuity and Change, 
whilst also embedding some historical inquiry skills in their units of work. What distinguishes this 
new discipline-specific focus on history in the national curriculum is its tripartite formulation of 
historical education as consisting of specific historical concepts, ‘historical knowledge’ (NCB, 2009, 
p. 6) and ‘historical skills’ (NCB, 2009, p. 7) developed through inquiry learning within a structure of 
depth and overview studies. 
 
Why is the development of historical thinking important? 
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I argue that the practice of history involves a process of inquiry into phenomena such as events, 
emotions and thoughts, for example, that no longer exist. What survives from the past as possible 
sources of evidence also presents challenges, given that sources of evidence are often incomplete and 
reflect a range of interests, standpoints and values. Hence is it difficult to know how representative and 
reliable a particular source might be. As the historian Gottschalk observed in Understanding History, 
evidence is ‘the surviving part of the recorded part of the remembered part of the observed part of the 
whole’ (1951, p. 45). The heuristic techniques, or the historian’s ‘tools of trade’, involve a mixture of 
inquiry, critical thinking, empathy and historical imagination. In epistemological terms, the knowledge 
that is produced from this process is open to reflection and revision, since it is largely interpretive and 
influenced by the viewpoints and perspectives of the person who produced it. Such knowledge is also 
tentative and debatable, given the values at play in the past and the present. So when we work with 
students it is important that they understand such complex processes which are germane to 
constructing narrative accounts or ‘histories’.  
 
Similarly, the Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History (NCB, 2009), which established the 
parameters for the drafting of the Australian Curriculum: History, endorsed this view of history. 
Historical understanding was identified in paragraph 39 as requiring: 
…the mastery of the methods, procedures, tools and methods of thinking that constitute 
the discipline of history. As Sam Wineburg, a professor of education and history at 
Stanford, puts it, historical thinking is not a natural act. Historical understanding differs 
from the intuitive, memory-based understandings of the past because it requires 
negotiating between the familiar and the unfamiliar, and involves investigation, debate 
and reasoning about the past. (National Curriculum Board, 2009, p. 5) 
 
Following this acknowledgement, eight components of historical understanding based on international 
research were identified as ‘concepts that (are) core components of historical understanding’ (NCB, 
2009, p. 6). Lee (2006) refers to such ‘understandings’ as organising ideas that ‘give meaning and 
structure to our ideas of the discipline of history’ (p. 131). By 2012, the history curriculum included a 
slightly modified set of these historical concepts first described in the history Shape paper, namely: 
evidence; continuity and change; cause and effect; perspective; empathy; significance; and 
contestability (ACARA, 2012, p. 1). The eighth of the original list of concepts, problem solving, had 
been removed in earlier drafts. It is worth revisiting the remaining seven components, as collectively, 
they serve as excellent points of reference for planning and designing a range of teaching strategies 
and learning experiences for depth and overview studies in the history classroom. The second part of 
the paper briefly refers to each of these concepts, for when students grapple with such concepts in the 
history classroom, they are developing the skills to think historically. Before these components are 
explored below, two points must be noted. First, students bring with them lots of assumptions about 
the past and second, history educators have particular views about the ways in which students develop 
the capacity to think historically. Both features are examined briefly as follows.  
 
What do students bring to the classroom and what do history educators say about this? 
First, students encounter history in their everyday lives via families, community networks and through 
personal and shared memories. They also encounter history through the media as both entertainment 
and news. Consider the plethora of TV soaps, reality shows, movies and computer games available to 
young people today. These different sources present particular perspectives on the past that students, 
not yet familiar with the nature of history, often accept as ‘the truth about the past’. In this sense, 
history is presented as accessible, unproblematic and fixed. It can be argued that students simply 
cannot avoid developing these understandings and interpretations about the past from their local and 
virtual environments. Indeed since the 1990s, cognitive research suggests that learning, in general, 
involves the reorganisation of prior knowledge in order to deal with, and integrate, new material (von 
Heyking, 2004). 
 
Students bring these ‘everyday’ (Wineburg, 2001) uncritical notions of history that pervades popular 
culture into the classroom. The Canadian history educator, Peter Seixas (2000), contends that whilst 
students arrive at school with these broad and superficial cultural assumptions about history, the 
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classroom is still the most powerful of these competing influences in the development of students’ 
historical understanding. In his conceptualisation of thinking in history, Lévesque (2008) encapsulates 
some of this discussion by distinguishing between history as a form of ‘memory’ or factual tradition, 
in which it is assumed that history can be known by ‘remembering’ and his notion of ‘Discipline–
History’. The latter involves a domain-specific process through which students master the concepts 
and knowledge of the syntax of history. With reference to the national curriculum, teachers need to 
plan for implementation in ways that, first, enable their students to be aware of the nature of what they 
bring to the history classroom, namely those ‘everyday’ learnings, prior assumptions and ‘memories’ 
about the past. Second, students need to actively engage in classroom activities that enable them to 
investigate the past, and also reflect upon these processes of inquiry by thinking historically.  
 
Wineburg (2001) contends that historical thinking occurs when students move beyond unreflective and 
common assumptions about the past towards understandings constructed through the investigation of 
primary sources embedded in their context. Seixas (2006; 1997a) argues that historical thinking is 
essential to history teaching for it is only when students start to develop the skills to ‘think 
historically’ that they are engaged in deeper levels of historical understanding. Similarly, the Dutch 
history educators, Carla van Drie and Jannet van Boxtel (2008), focus on historical thinking by 
emphasising the development of ‘historical reasoning’ through disciplined inquiry in the classroom. 
Their approach emphasises processes of framing historical questions, using sources, contextualisation, 
argumentation, using substantive concepts, and employing meta-concepts. The next part of this paper 
examines each of the components of historical understanding prioritised in the current version of the 
Australian Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2012). 
 
Evidence 
Dealing with the nature of evidence involves how to find, select and interpret historical evidence. Few 
students come to the classroom cognisant of the complexity of this process. Indeed, the first activity in 
the What is History? Kit (Schools Council, 1976) from the influential Schools History Project, 
developed in England during the 1970s and 1980s, introduces students to evidence by asking them to 
act like detectives and interrogate the items of available evidence from an unsolved case. It can be 
argued that students need assistance in differentiating between primary sources those items produced 
during the period of investigation, and secondary sources items produced after the event. Secondary 
sources, such as historical narratives, documentaries, encyclopaedias, history textbooks and websites 
‘often use or refer to primary sources and present a particular interpretation’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 54).  
 
There is a considerable body of research which indicates that engagement with the interpretation of 
primary sources, namely those textual or material traces from a period under investigation, is 
fundamental to the development of historical thinking (Wineburg, 2001; VanSledright, 2009). 
Moreover, students need specific learning experiences that enable them to understand that reading and 
interpreting both primary and secondary sources for evidence involves different skills from reading a 
source for information. Primary sources, for example, need to be read in their historical context so that 
students can develop inferences from them to understand more about the period of time in which these 
sources were created. The glossary for the most recent version of the history curriculum notes that 
‘these original, first-hand accounts [primary sources] are analysed by the historian to answer questions 
about the past’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 54). 
 
Continuity and change  
Many students come to the study of history assuming that it consists of a series of sequential events 
that unfold in a linear way. The concepts of continuity and change are essential for any historical 
investigation as they present insights into dealing with the complexity and messiness of the past. 
Students require learning opportunities to carefully weigh up notions of progress and decline when 
they examine events and to look for continuities when it is assumed there is change. Similarly, 
students need to seek out evidence of change when narrative accounts infer none. Levstik and Barton 
(2005) argue that students need to develop chronological outlines as ‘intellectual map[s] of the past’ 
(p. 21) that seek to situate specific periods for investigation within broader histories, together with 
more specific contextual information about such periods, in order to locate and understand events and 
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individuals. This approach to continuity and change helps students to begin to connect the links 
between events and to gain a fuller grasp of why things occurred as they consider notions of progress 
and decline. 
 
Cause and effect 
The Australian curriculum refers to cause and effect in the glossary as ‘used by historians to identify 
chains of events and developments over time, short term and long term’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 52). I 
would have preferred a more thorough explanation as ‘causes’ are often multiple and many layered. 
For example a ‘cause’ can involve long-term factors ranging from the development of ideologies, 
conditions and institutions as well as short-term factors, including actions, events, and motivations. 
Indeed, ‘causes’ offered to explain a specific event may vary according to the perspective of the 
historian writing a narrative account. History teachers frequently frame questions in the classroom that 
address how and why in the search for causes. In particular, these questions raise the notion of human 
agency, as individuals and groups take part in responding to and shaping change. 
 
Perspective 
Two elements of this concept need to be considered for the development of historical thinking in the 
classroom to occur. First, an individual’s perspective influences the position from which they see and 
understand the social, cultural, intellectual and emotional contexts that shapes people’s lives. 
Awareness of diverse perspectives is significant in understanding the ‘foreign’ nature of the different 
times and places and why people from the past might have different points of view from those that 
taken today. As well as comprehending the differences between how we think in the present with 
those in the past, students need to understand that historians adopt different perspectives when they 
research and write about the past and that these perspectives influence their interpretations of the past. 
Burgmann and Lee (1988) refer to this second aspect of perspective-taking in history in terms of 
looking through a window. ‘What you see depends on which window you decide to look through’ (p. 
xi). For example, these authors looked at history from ‘below’ and sought to write a social history that 
rejected ‘myths of national progress and unity’, for their standpoint was that ‘Australian settler society 
was built on invasion and dispossession’(p. xi).  
 
Significance 
The notion of historical significance encompasses the principles behind the selection of what should 
be remembered, investigated, taught and learned in the classroom. Whilst it might be argued that, at 
one level, the writers of the national history curriculum document have encapsulated what they think is 
historically significant for teachers in that the syllabus foregrounds some specific topics for study, 
teachers still have the opportunity to make selections for study from within the listed content areas for 
implementation in the classroom. With reference to how students think historically, the notion of 
historical significance can be encountered in various ways. In deciding what could be significant about 
an event or an individual situation, students need to engage with notions of perspective and purpose, as 
a person or an historical event can acquire significance if it is linked to broader contexts that have 
significance today. For example, what happens to one soldier who lands at Gallipoli might gather 
significance if this soldier’s experiences are linked to a wider inquiry into Australia’s involvement in 
the First World War and the development of nationalism.  
 
Contestability 
The Australian curriculum refers to contestability in the glossary as occurring ‘when particular 
interpretations about the past are open to debate, for example, as a result of a lack of evidence or 
different perspectives’ (ACARA, 2012, p. 52). Students need to understand that debates are an 
important part of historical thinking. Moreover, historians hold strong views about particular issues, 
such as the debates about whether Australia was ‘invaded’ or ‘settled’. Similarly, history is subject to 
debate and contention in the public and political spheres. As with the debates amongst professional 
historians, public historical debates are also open to interpretation and need to be investigated in the 
same ways as other sources of evidence are interrogated. Accordingly, students need to interpret, 
analyse and interrogate items of evidence about contesting viewpoints, before synthesising their 
findings and arriving at a tentative judgement.  
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Lee (1984) contends that students should not shy away from the politicised nature of contention in 
history. He argues that teaching history is concerned with providing opportunities to do more than 
learn about some aspects of the past, but to acquire historical ways of making sense of what is learned. 
Engaging with contestability enables students to deal with the ethical dimension of history, and the 
ethical judgements we make about the actions of others in the past. This is not to impose our ‘present-
mindedness’ and judge the past on the values of the present. For as noted in the following discussion 
on empathy, this particular element in historical thinking that enables students to arrive at judgement 
about a contentious issue in history is dependent upon the methodological skills involved in their 
historical inquiry into the evidence about it.   
 
Empathy 
Students often assume that empathy in history equates with feeling sorry for someone in the past. 
Seixas (1997b, p. 123) contends that the capacity to gain a perspective on the past that is empathetic 
involves ‘the ability to see and understand the world from a perspective not our own. In that sense, it 
requires us to imagine ourselves in the position of another. However and this is crucial such 
imagining must be firmly based on historical evidence if it is to have any meaning.’ Hence, as an 
historical thinking skill, empathy is dependent upon the methodological skills involved in ‘doing 
history’ such as understanding contextual knowledge, analysing sources and critiquing prior 
interpretations. Accordingly, activities in the history classroom designed to provide students with the 
opportunity to write an empathetic response are best scheduled during the final phases of a depth 
study.  
 
Conclusion 
As with all forms of curriculum change, the new discipline-specific reform agenda of the Australian 
Curriculum: History (ACARA, 2012) presents a range of challenges and opportunities for the 
classroom practice of primary and middle years teachers. Whilst I have argued elsewhere that there are 
some serious flaws in this curriculum (Henderson, 2011), it behoves us to try and make the best of 
what is now presented as a fait accompli. In the history classroom students need opportunities to ask 
meaningful questions, collect evidence, sift through it, analyse and evaluate it as they come to terms 
with what it means to ‘do’ history. If teachers can implement this curriculum in ways so that their 
students develop the skills of historical thinking, students will not only learn about some aspects of the 
past, but they will also understand more about why the world is the way it is. Moreover, students will 
have acquired some higher-order thinking skills that are transferable and useful in their everyday lives. 
In personal terms, students will have a much greater awareness of their location in time and a richer 
context for conceptualising the nature of their own lives in the present and for making decisions about 
the future. This is a big ask, and I hope that teachers feel confident that they can meet the challenge. 
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